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Thank you, Dan. 

It is an honor to be here with all of you.  It is also a great privilege to be able to now say not just “Thank you, Dan Ashe,” but “Thank you,   Director Ashe!”  

Congratulations, Dan, on becoming the 16th Director of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service!

Your service honors the thousands of Fish and Wildlife Service employees with whom you serve.  

You honor your father, who devoted 37 years to the Service.  

You honor our great friend, Sam Hamilton.  

And you honor the President, who could not ask for a stronger and more effective champion for America’s wildlife.

Thank you.

Today, I want to speak simply and directly to the state of land, water, and wildlife conservation in America.

Because today, conservation in America is at a crossroads.

One path is a route that we and millions of hunters, anglers, recreationists, and business owners know well.  

It is the path that Teddy Roosevelt and Rachel Carson walked.  

It’s the path that led to the creation of our national wildlife refuges, the Duck Stamp, the Land and Water Conservation Fund and the Migratory Bird Treaty.  

And it’s the path that towns and communities across America are following as they protect open spaces, restore rivers, and build new parks like never before – because they know these assets are economic engines.  

If we continue down this path, it will lead us to a more prosperous, healthy, and sustainable future.

But at this crossroads, there is a different direction that some want to take.

That path would take us backward… It would sacrifice the timeless to the pressures of the now… And it would jeopardize the greatest conservation legacy in the world.  

Unfortunately, this is the direction that some in the House of Representatives would have us go.

Legislation put forward in the House would make unbalanced and heavy-handed cuts to America’s conservation heritage, at great cost to our country.  

It would slash the highly popular Land and Water Conservation Fund by ninety percent, halting progress on new ball fields, open spaces, and parks across the country.  

The proposal would entirely eliminate our support for states and communities that are protecting wildlife and their habitat. 

It would also cut wetlands conservation in half, meaning that more and more of the wildlife habitat that sportsmen depend on will disappear.   

On top of that, the bill contains several riders that would restrict our ability to wisely manage our nation’s natural resources on behalf of the American people.  

There are several provisions in the bill that are problematic, including:

· a provision that would prevent the Secretary of the Interior from withdrawing public lands near Grand Canyon National Park from future mining claims; 

· a provision that strips the Fish and Wildlife Service of its ability to protect species that are threatened or on the verge of extinction; 

· and an unnecessary provision that would shield the delisting of wolves from judicial review. 

Now: all of us agree that we need to put our Nation’s fiscal house in order.  

We must make cuts and we are making cuts.  

We have launched the largest information technology reform in the federal government.  It will save us half a billion dollars over ten years.

In the last year, we’ve also cut our contracting expenses by more than a quarter of a billion dollars.  That’s four times more than House Republicans want to spend on land and water conservation next year.

On top of that, we’ve cut back on administrative expenses by nearly a hundred million dollars in the last year, and we’re going to cut another hundred million dollars in the coming year.

We are making these cuts – smart cuts – so that we can make the investments we need to make to keep America's proud conservation legacy alive and strong.

That’s the right way to cut costs and cut the deficit.

But the proposed approach out of the House is unbalanced and unwise.  And we can measure its true costs in very real terms.

National parks, wildlife refuges, and public lands generate a third of a trillion dollars of economic benefits for local communities - and support two million jobs.

So we're talking about lost jobs and lost opportunities in America’s communities.  

Just ask a local outfitter what would happen if that the best game habitat nearby has disappeared.   

Or ask the bait and tackle shop what would happen if hatcheries are shuttered or scaled back.

So it’s up to us – hunters, anglers, business owners, ranchers, farmers  – to answer a simple question: do we want that future for our land, our wildlife, and our communities? 

So let’s talk about the future that we would choose for our children and grandchildren. 

I had a glimpse of that future in April, in a South Dakota barn on a windy prairie.

The barn belonged to a man named Jim Faulstich, who runs cattle on 6,000 acres of native grasslands and wetlands.  His land is rich with pheasants, sharptail grouse, ducks, antelope, deer and other wildlife.

Jim is concerned about the future of his land. 

These days, ranches like his are routinely being plowed under. 50,000 acres are plowed under each year in South Dakota alone. 

Jim worries whether he will be able to hand down his way of life to his daughter and son-in-law and his grandson, Caleb. And he’s worried that the native grasslands and its wildlife will continue to disappear.

Jim already has much of his land under easements, and together that day, we signed an agreement to have U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologists work hand-in-hand with him to better manage his grasslands both for wildlife and cattle, including providing fencing to make it easier to rotate grazing areas.

But we also talked about a much bigger idea:  a new proposal to use proceeds from the Land and Water Conservation Fund and matching private contributions to work with willing ranchers to put conservation easements in place on up to 1.9 million acres of key waterfowl producing areas in the Dakotas. It would be called the Dakota Grasslands Conservation Area. 


Unlike the traditional national wildlife refuges that dot the “Prairie Pothole” region, this new conservation area would remain in private ownership. 

Ranchers would continue to graze their cattle. 

The income from the easements would make it possible for them -- and their children -- to continue ranching while making sure the grasslands remain grasslands.

Ducks Unlimited, under the leadership of former Fish and Wildlife Service director Dale Hall, has pledged $50 million in matching funds to support the proposal. 

There is strong support in the local community.   Five hundred landowners have already expressed an interested in participating. 

This new type of refuge -- a conservation area -- will allow us to conserve more wildlife habitat using less money while helping to ensure a way of life is protected in the Dakotas. We get great conservation bang for the buck. 

We will expand the benefits of the National Wildlife Refuge System without taking land out of production or acquiring fee title. And we conserve the traditional working landscapes of rural America.

Thanks to the hard work of many of you here in the room, from Dan Ashe and Greg Siekaniec to our professionals on the ground, we are taking the same approach in many other places. 

Earlier this year, I visited Kansas to announce the establishment of the Flint Hills Legacy Conservation Area, which will conserve up to 1.1 million acres of tallgrass prairie habitat through voluntary perpetual easements. 

These easements will protect habitat for more than 100 species of grassland birds and 500 plant species, and ensure the region’s sustainable ranching culture will endure.

In Florida, we are establishing the new Everglades Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge and Conservation Area. The initiative primarily will use easements to conserve approximately 150,000 acres of vital habitat, improve water quality in the headquarters of the Everglades and ensure that rural working landscapes remain a vital part of Florida’s economy.

These are just a few of the conservation initiatives that we have launched.  It is exactly the type of bottom-up, locally supported approach that the President has called for in his America’s Great Outdoors Initiative.  It is exciting.  It is innovative.  And it will be a legacy of which we can all be proud.

To promote these types of collaborations, I am today announcing a new program -- the Landscape Stewards Grant Program.

This program is itself a partnership between the Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation. 

It will leverage limited public investments with private funds to spark community coalitions of private landowners, federal and state government agencies and non-governmental organizations to deliver landscape level conservation, stewardship and prosperity for their local communities.

In recent decades we’ve seen a number of examples of what these coalitions will look like.

The Blackfoot Challenge in Montana is a prime example. A coalition formed in 1993, the Challenge unites more than 50 partners — including federal agencies, foundations and corporations — to protect the natural resources and rural lifestyle of the Blackfoot River Valley in western Montana. 

The partners have reintroduced native species, restored stream tributaries and removed hundreds of miles of fish passage barrier throughout the 1.5 million-acre watershed.

The Blackfoot Valley National Wildlife Refuge, composed of lands entirely protected by conservation easements, serves as one of the anchors as does the Benton Lake Wetland Management District.

The Challenge has been so successful that Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government gave it an Innovation in American Government Award in 2006.

I am proud of the tremendous work the Fish and Wildlife Service is doing.

It is reflected in the “Conserving the Future” document on which you have been working.  

The “Conserving the Future” vision focuses on connecting people, especially children, to wildlife refuges. We have some wonderful examples of urban refuges that have been wildly successful in reaching out to children. 

Minnesota Valley and Rocky Mountain Arsenal come to mind. 

As the vision document states, we will build on these successes by working with local parks and other partners to increase awareness of the refuge system and teach a new generation about the joys of nature.

We will offer our urban partners technical assistance with habitat and wildlife management activities, help with establishing wildlife education efforts, help with conservation employment opportunities for urban youth, and help with giving their urban population knowledge of, and access to, the refuge system.

I cannot overstate the importance of this to the future of the refuge system. It is an axiom that people take care of things they care about. If we want future generations to care about conservation, we need to plant the seed in their hearts today. 

In an increasingly urbanized America where so many children grow up with their feet planted on cement rather than the earth, this isn’t something we can sit back and hope happens. We have to take action.

Along the same lines, I am pleased the vision document addresses the need for more diversity in the management of the refuge system. 

The demographics of America are changing fast -- the nation’s Hispanic population has increased 43 percent in the last decade, for example. Today, one in every six Americans is Latino.

If the refuge system is going to continue to thrive in the 21st Century, it truly has to be America’s refuge system. We need to provide a path for young people from all backgrounds to pursue careers in wildlife management. 

That is why we have doubled the size of our youth programs in the Department, to more than 20,000 young people.

And it’s why all of us need to find ways to spark the excitement of the next generation.

As professionals dedicated to wildlife conservation, you each had a moment as a child when you discovered the wonder of the natural world -- a moment that ultimately led to you choosing to be stewards of the land and its wildlife as a career. 

We have to help others discover those moments.  We have to be creative.  We have to inspire.   And we have to help America’s love affair with the great outdoors grow.

Yes: we are at a crossroads for conservation today.

The drastic cuts to conservation being proposed in the House are neither fiscally responsible nor reasonable.  

But if we know what we stand for, and who stands with us, we can steer our nation to the right path.

You know the possibilities that lie before us.  And you know the depth and breadth of support for our work. 

This is not a Republican issue or a Democratic issue.  It is an American issue that brings us together as families, as communities, and as a country around the values and places we all cherish.

Now is the time to stand up.  To speak up.  And to carry forward the vision for conservation that America deserves.

Thank you all for your hard work. Thank you for your service.
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